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DISCLAIMER: months ago | wanted to write a story based on Till's poem book ‘Messer’. Of course we can't know 
the real circs that drove him to write this or that poem; it's just an AU possibility. Neither do | know the 
details of Till's relationships with his daughters, or his ex-wives, or his friends. All | had was a tome of 
Messer and..errr..ideas. 


xX% 
It all began when | cut myself that morning. 


The knife, which | dropped instinctively, clang loudly against the metal kitchen sink while | sucked my damaged 
finger. Below the after-breakfast coating of butter and jam and dish-washing detergent the skin tasted salty. | 
stood thus for a while, sucking the thumb like a sad baby and watching how the water poured from the tap 
onto the knife's shining steel, until the telephone rang. 


It was Gert. Gert, and the chief editor strongly implied on the other end of the line, all angry and bustling 
about deadlines. That man, he was like a midwife, always worried about overdue deliveries, always ready to 
assist at a difficult childbirth of a new book with all his varied tools of contract clauses and severe penalizing. 
Well, | could only tell him, via the safe friendly Gert, that despite all incentives my brainchild was unbelievably 


and unmovingly stuck. 


Soon Gert hung up and | went back to staring at the knife in the sink. The water splashed against the blade, 
and | thought about Schneider and Paul, and the night we went out to drink. 


XE% 
"Let's count the coins." 
"You don't cherish the hope of finding a taxi, do you?" 


"In fact, | do. There's a great danger of being tortured by the police, should our paths cross when we're in 


this..state of mind" 


"They'd soon learn that this, as you call it, state of mind is permanent with you. And then they'd cry out in 


anguish and run" 
"As you're planning to?" 
‘lm stuck with you for a lifetime. My dear little being in a dear little form." 


"When falsity fails, drink is here to make us happy. God forbid that a man has such a revelation when he's 


sober." 

If you suspect I'm being false, | can call a witness. Till? Till!" 

Schneider waved to me and made a careful, almost steadfast beeline for the taxi stop. Paul and | followed, 
taking the wavering figure under the neon sign as a guiding beacon. There were more people in queue; they 
watched us, some warily, some with a snicker as first Paul, then | mounted the curb and Schneider opened his 
arms to welcome us. 


"Oh, where art thou, Brother?" 


Paul stumbled into Schneider's embrace, forehead against the chest, and mumbled something about wanting to 
see his mum and the toilet. | wouldn't mind a brief excursion to the loo, either; but as for Schneider, what he 


did mind was the sniggering that had become offensively prominent. 


"Man, are you gay or what, hugging in public?" 


"Whom do you call gay here?" 
"You, fag." 
"Fag you back." 


| didn't interfere and only noted that apparently Paul could gasp like a girl. Something rumbled in the sky; 
thickly overcast during the day, it now thundered and promised a downpour. | looked up to estimate the 
weather, and when | looked down again, Paul had already mixed in and was blusterously punching one evil guy's 
back while the other projected a fist towards Schneider's jaw. In a moment our Christoph was sitting flat- 
arsed on the asphalt blinking like an elk in the headlight, blood and spittle dripping from his smashed lips, while 
Paul, caught up in inertia, waved his fists at the enemies who were whooshed away from the battlefield in a 


prompt taxi. It thundered again, and | thought that now it was inevitably going to rain 


"They highjacked our car," complained Schneider, pouting. Then he touched his lips and looked at the bloodied 
fingers with such a surprise as if he hadn't seen blood before. "I hurt" 


A first drop of rain fell on his palm, smudging the blood spot. Soon it was pouring in torrents. | hurried to pick 
Schneider up from the ground, and the dry spot where his arse had been soon was as wet as the rest of the 
pavement. 

"Well, at least now, in darkness and thunderstorm, one can expect the streets to be empty so that one can 
take an unhindered, immodest, but absolutely urgent piss. | guess the pavement wouldn't mind some more 


water, in this rain." 


Paul managed to be through with his private business just in time before another taxi appeared. We shoved 
Schneider inside, and all the way he kept complaining loudly. 


"| won't be able to kiss." 
"Aww, what a disaster. We grieve with you." 
But he still went on whining until he slacked against Paul, head on shoulder, soaking them both. 


"We shall fix you. We shall set the right parts where the right parts ought to go. You know we're good at it," 


Paul murmured comfortingly to Schneider's wet dark hair. 


"He's asleep already." | took out a handkerchief and put it over my wet face, thinking that | felt like having a 


nap, too. 


But when | finally came home, almost at dawn, sleep evaded me. | opened the hot water tap in the bathroom 
and waiting for the bath to fill, sat down and wrote a poem, water gurgling loudly from behind a half-closed 


door. 


Oh Gott beruehre mich 
Spuck deine himmlischen Kaskaden 


Auf mein verwunschenes Antlitz 


Dann werde ich fuer dich beten.. [*] 


| don't know why | later decided to title that poem "Haesslich", for at that moment all | could feel was fatigue 


and calm and a strange kind of contentedness. 


RK 


| can remember the circumstances that accompanied the composition of almost all my poems. There was, so 
to say, always a story behind a story - a double degree of fiction. Whether the influence was direct or covert 
was not always clear even to me. Neither did | always want to know. After all it's all about re-working the 


feelings, not pinning down every bit of real-life detail 


Somewhere on that long way that has to be passed between the idea of a book and its real publication | 
discovered that | had lapsed into yet another round of disagreement with my ex-second ex-wife. | could have 
added, unintentionally - but that's not the kind of excuse you're expected to come up with in court. While 
defamation was already rearing its hideous head in tabloids all | could do at that moment was listen patiently to 
Anja dictating her conditions over the phone and nod my capitulation without a chance to put a word in 


edgeways. Naturally she couldn't see that over the phone and so went on imperiously to measure out with her 


high hand the hours | could spend with Marie Luise. 


"And bring something for her. Not the things you usually bring - something that she will understand and what 
will be of help for her. It's tough growing without a father, in case you didn't know." 


"Maybe you can advise what |..." 

"They're building models of ships in class. Find something. That's what they call a man's hobby after all." 

An hour and three shops later | rang the bell of Anjas house with a model barque, boxed and gift-wrapped, 
tucked under my arm. It was a cold, flawed day under the gray sky, and that was my luck since it was too 
cold and uncomfortable for Marie Luise to play outside and she was pining away in her room, perfectly bored. 
| remember that we talked a lot while she fought with the wrappings on the box, indiscriminately tearing off 
the colourful shreds. | was allowed only one hour, and even as we sat on the floor together | could catch 
glimpses of Anja playing a conscientious mother behind the half-closed door. 


"Is that a ship? How did you know?" 


| prudently bit back any words that could sound similar to ‘your mum told me' and feigned parental 


omniscience. 
"You like it?" 
"Oh, but Dad, | need a galley. And this is a barque. Not a galley. You know what a galley is?" 


| couldn't concentrate because Anja was looming behind the door, and it was easy to picture her face, skeptical 


and disapproving, and her neck taut with denial. 
"That's the ship the people of old used criminals to row. They chained them to the banks so that the slaves 
wouldn't escape. But even if there were no chains, they still wouldn't escape because there was sea all around 


and without their chains they'd just drown" 


| nodded, my eyes still fixed on the shuffling shade of my ex-wife in the doorframe. "Yeah, those ancient people 


were one hell of smart arses." 

"Mind your language when you're with my daughter." Anja stepped into the room to gather the motley litter 
that once was the model's package. "And what is she to do with this? It's huge and complicated. There are too 
many parts, she won't be able to join them together, not without help. And you know | have no time for that." 


It was Mum who advised me to get a galley. She said it was simple, flat and single-decked, and all its riggings 


were men in chains." 


Anja shot a quick glance at me over the head of Marie Luise, who was already vandalizing the box’ contents 


with the uncertain joy of Columbus discovering America and still wondering about the value of what he'd found. 
"I just mean that you won't be there to help her.” 


"and sometimes a slave broke his chain and jumped overboard and drowned. Life was harsh on galleys. Not like 


it was on barques, yes, Dad? They had no chains on her, had they?" 
"No," | forced myself to look down at my daughter. "No, only sails. And the wind." 


| heard Anja move about the room aimlessly, loitering before she finally decided to leave us alone, but | 


refused to watch her. 
"| don't care what Mum says - this will be my ship, my good ship." 


Perhaps | should have said thanks to my daughter for the title of one of my poems. But what's the use in 
dedications? - they ruin subtlety. 


eR 


There was something wrong with the heating in my apartment in that season. No matter what | did, no matter 
how violently | tweaked the valves, the pipes refused to get any degree warmer than dank tepidity. The 
simplest solution was to pour a generous glass from the bottle of whiskey that, contrary to the plumber, was 


always at hand. 


"Drinking alone never does one good." It was Paul hovering on the threshold, as if politeness or any such 


inhibitory crap wasn't allowing him to enter. "Just passing. You didn't lock the door, by the way." 

He streamed inside leaving wet footprints on the carpet, as | then suspected, more to prove his statement 
about the door than to really keep me company. But | decided to be a good host and offered him a second 
glass. 

"You don't look happy, Till" He took a small cautious sip and arched an inquisitive brow at me. "Not that this is 
anything extraordinary. | guess we'd need to be worried if you were exactly the other way round Any special 
occasion for Weltschmerz this time?" 

I'm having a writer's block with my poems." 

"But you always do. That's the way with them - and then they just start to pour..like your whiskey on the 
table." He critically ran a finger along the polished surface where the spills of whiskey and many other liquors 
had been pooling into lakes and straits of different degrees of wetness. "You need a female hand about your 
place, man. A hand that'd wipe your table, your nose, and your tears. They say that does particular good to 
the writers - after all, muses were always fancied female not without a reason" 

‘lm done with my lifetime quota of marriages." | briefly wondered how much, if anything, | might tell him 
about my near-extinct family life without making a miserable fool of myself, and concluded that the reasonable 
amount would be nothing. But there still was that urge to share, to spell out my pain and grudge, which, had | 
been alone, | would confide to paper. As it was, all | could allow myself in terms of emotional relief was to drop 
poignantly: "Wives suck. Ex-wives suck double.” 

"You tell me, man. You tell *me%." 

We exchanged sympathetic looks. He put the glass down and slapped his palms on his knees decidedly. 

"Well, if that can console you, not only wives can suck" 

"Ive learnt that already." 

"l'm speaking about the other meaning of the verb." 


"And *that* l've learnt, too." 


"| wonder how many examples you've had." 


"One too many, for sure." 


"Care to add one more still?" He circumvented the table, and | instinctively raised the glass to my lips, as if 
blocking him the way there. He sneered and squatted between my knees, his hands coming to rest on either. 
"See? I'm small and harmless. And | guarantee that | don't bite." 


There is something peculiar about the dumps, as much as there's peculiarity in a good guitarists fingers. Both 
somehow defy restraints; both get you carried away. Paul's fingers were touching me with attention and 


proficiency no woman ever could - or cared - to give. 


"IFs all about warmth, Till," he noted when my cock, already half-hard, was rising towards his lips like a 
microphone for the presidential speech. "Warmth, and human contact." 


And contact it was. Wet, and tight, and vacuum-cleanly sucking, until my blood, sperm, and soul were pumped 
out to leave me dry and empty and soft. 


"Let's play a little game," he said after he had claimed my glass to rinse away the aftertaste and after | had 
refilled both his and mine for another round that soon gave a mischievous sparkle to his eyes. "You will be the 


knife and | the belly. Pierce me. Hard" 
And | did. Three times during one night. 


eR 


"The editor says that your fixation on water has become hard to miss. He thinks it may be because you used 
to be a swimmer. Whatever the reasons, he thinks we can turn it into the book's forte and even put it into 


the title." 


| nodded absent-mindedly to Gert's recital of the negotiations with the publishing house, and for once my 
writer's conscience was spotlessly clear. The bulk of the would-be book was ready; | was still adding things, 
just couldn't help doing that as indeed now poetry seemed to be flowing out of me, much as Paul had predicted. 
It was a good and at the same time a bit disturbing feeling, as if | was a traveller who was almost near his 


destination but could never quite get there. 


"Dedicate a poem to me," Paul asked me once. He was sitting Buddha-style at the foot of the bed, a beer in 
hand. Seeing that | was not inspired by the suggestion, he stretched out a leg and aligned his heel and toes with 
mine, snickering at the size difference. 


‘Its not that | don't want to. But | write sad poems, and that will not suit you." 


"Oh" He sipped on his beer, considering. "Tell me then what kind of story | am." 


"A bad anecdote." | rolled off to my side and nested my head on a pillow to watch the day outside slowly fade 
into afternoon. "Sometimes | think that | myself am only a story. A sort of a tangled tale with lots of plot 
threads leading nowhere." 

"| see," he nodded with a sagacious look "Like Flake's uncombed hair." 


‘Oh my." | sneered into the pillow at the comparison. "Actually, | might have a poem for you." 


He tried to jump in glee but only managed to spill the rest of the beer and get our limbs completely entangled. 
"What, what is it?" 


"| decided to call it Viva Andromeda" 
"Wow, something cheerful. What's it about?" 


"Me on a white horse against the dragon | valiantly stuck it down and stole its ring that would give my 


Andromeda eternal life. And surely, there was much rejoicing.” 
"And so there was," he agreed and started to lick the beer off my thigh. 


But | was yet to discover that the poem we just spoke about would one day have another part. 


eR 


When you are for example in a band, or in any group of people that like to define themselves as a team, 
anything that you decide to do in your own free time for your own pleasure begins to be regarded as 
digression. My book received much the same treatment. It was not as if | was too absorbed in it; at least not 


enough to forget about the rest of the life and be reproached for neglecting my real devotions. 
Anyway, from time to time my telephone would be woken up by one of the four curious dialers who were 


eager to know what, when, and how | was going to hatch. Paul didn't know yet either, at least not in all details, 


but recently he didn't need to call to find out. 


"We haven't seen much of you lately," Schneider stated one evening into the receiver. "Is it that book of yours 


or something else keeping you busy?" 
"Bits of this and that," | evaded, feeling vague and guilty. "You know." 


"| don't." There was a pause on the other end, during which | could hear how Schneider clicked his lighter. "It 
seems we all are drifting apart. Everybody is minding his own business - all those side-projects and stuff” 


| listened silently, a click of the lighter similar to Schneider's the only sound to indicate my presence by the 
phone as | settled down for a long squiffy monologue of a bachelor feeling lonely. Only a short time ago | was 


like that myself, | felt strangely moved to give Schneider some comfort, even over the phone wire. 


"| think in the end it's all about loyalty. Trust, and good faith in each other, and all that.” Schneider's voice 
drifted on and off, as if his grip on the handset wasn't steady. "Don't think me sentimental, but | know how it 
hurts when those ties break off. You've come to take it for granted, you're so used to having it that you 
don't even think about it, and then - bang - they come to cut it off with their knives, and you say good-bye 


to your arm, or leg, or friend. And even when you know it's not there, it still hurts." 


He was mumbling more now, and sometimes | had to press the earpiece hard to my ear to make out his 


words. 


"You know, once you tell somebody about what you feel, it gets easier. | hope you're not fed up with me yet. 
Paul sometimes is. He's practically the only one of us I'm seeing regularly these days. He had a funny idea 
when | told him about all that cutting off ties - | know, | know, metaphors are your stuff. He laughed at me, 
too. Said we'd play it like a game - me the knife and him the belly. It helps. | didn't know then what it means, 
but it damn fucking helps." 


"Yes," |, suddenly weak, breathed into the phone. "Yes, Paul is like that. Inventive." 


eR 


And so here | was, standing still, eyes fixed on the water splashing against the kitchen knife's blade. | could 
notice every tiny detail: how the jet left the steel of the tap to fall on the steel of the blade, how it shattered 
into smaller spurts, how they rolled along the sharp edge and circled the curve of the sink, tamed and gentle, 
to gurgle down into the pipe. 


There was, after all, not so much work to do. Most of the poems had already been pieced together, titles and 
placement arranged. | lacked only one verse to hit the contracted mark of 54 poems; by ironic coincidence, | 


now intended to make the missing poem open the book. 


| reached out to turn off the tap and watched how the water that had pooled in the sink now sloshed away 
lazily. Just slow enough to give me time to make a decision. When at last the sink was dry, | put the cups and 
cutlery away, fetched some paper and, not caring about bread-crumbs and dirty spots on the kitchen table, 


sat down to write. 


mein Schiffchen aus Papier 

schneidet es mit edlen Klingen 

schreit sich zu kaelteren Gewaessern 

es sinkt und niemand singt mit mir 

und darum hab ich Angst vor Messern [**] 


And after that it was time to phone Gert. 


eR 


Notes and translations: 


[*] 

Oh God touch me 

spurt your heavenly cascades 

on my cursed face 

then | will pray for you 

- from the poem ‘Haesslich' [Ugly] 


[**] 

to break my little paper ship 

She cuts it with noble blades 

Calls forth the cold waters 

The ship sinks and nobody sings with me 
and that's why | fear knives 

- from ‘Messer’ [Knife] 


